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			Conducting meta-reviews of government programmes has become common practice. In South Africa, the national Department of Human Settlements and the national Department of Performance Monitoring and Evaluation recently commissioned a team to review the extent to which the Housing Subsidy Programme had provided assets to municipalities and the poor and whether these assets had helped poor households escape from poverty. A realist approach was employed to conduct the review. We argue that, given the complex nature of housing programmes, the realist review methodology was an appropriate approach to follow in answering the review questions. We explored how the realist review method allowed us to work with the uneven and contested nature of the housing literature and how the review nonetheless enabled elucidation of the factors that had contributed to the expected outcomes. Because this case was the first time that this method was used in a government-commissioned evaluation of housing, there were some practical challenges involved in its use. Some of the challenges were related to the nature of the questions that were asked. At the time of the review, the Department of Human Settlements was in the process of reviewing the 1996 White Paper and, to inform this process, the Housing Subsidy Programme review included a copious number of questions set by the Department of Human Settlements and Department of Performance Monitoring and Evaluation, which made the review rather large and, in some cases, complicated the analysis. In some cases, because the Departments wanted clear-cut answers, the commissioners perceived the theoretical strength of the method, such as offering explanatory instead of conclusive judgement, as a weakness. The paper reveals some limitations of the realist review method for evaluating the multifaceted outcomes of a complex programme, particularly the practical difficulty of dealing with large quantities of data. We do however consider this method to have potential for further reviews.

			Significance:

			
					•	Housing research in South Africa is uneven which makes any review process difficult.

					•	The review was unable to offer judgement on the effect that the Housing Subsidy Programme has had on the asset base of the poor.

					•	The review was useful for making clear which factors will help the Programme to achieve the intended outcomes and also for pointing out on what government should focus to build assets for the urban poor.
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			Introduction

			Evaluation and review of policy has become a common government practice across the globe. Many of these reviews take the form of meta-reviews, in effect studies of studies, in which the literature pertaining to specific policy concerns is closely examined. The demand for policy reviews has spawned an array of review methods: systematic, realist, scoping, critical, mapping – to mention but a few. In this paper, we assess the ‘realist review’ method, originated by Pawson and Tilley1. For simplicity we have chosen to use the term ‘realist review’, while noting that this method is also referred to as ‘critical realist review’, as it stems from critical realist philosophy.

			Globally, there is a growing body of work of evaluation of conventional review methods such as systematic reviews.2 Some common criticisms are that the available evidence is often ‘mixed or conflicting’ and provides ‘little or no clue as to why the intervention worked or did not work when applied in different contexts’3, that there are difficulties in striking a balance between rigour and relevance, and that ‘few review types possess prescribed explicit methodologies and many fall short of being mutually exclusive’2. Substantially more work is needed to evaluate review methods4, particularly in the health sciences5.

			In South Africa, as elsewhere, evaluations and policy reviews have become the norm now that policy is increasingly expected to be evidence based.6 The national Department of Performance Monitoring and Evaluation (DPME), established in the Office of the President in 2010, has been mainstreaming reviews of policies and programmes in various line departments.

			By the end of 2016, the DPME had completed 65 evaluations, 2 of which were meta-reviews. In 2014, the national Department of Human Settlements (DHS) and the DPME commissioned a review of South Africa’s Housing Subsidy Programme. The review was to investigate the extent to which the Programme had succeeded in providing assets to the poor and whether these assets had helped poor households escape from poverty. We initially suggested the use of systematic review methodology to answer the review questions. Discussions with both the DPME and the DHS alerted us to the limitations of the systematic review approach in regard to the Housing Subsidy Programme. Because this Programme is implemented non-uniformly by the nine provinces – with each province using different implementation protocols in response to particular local contexts and moreover doing so in a variety of communities – our main problem was that we needed a review methodology that would be more flexible and would emphasise different contexts. In the end, we opted for the realist review method.

			Apartheid planning left South African cities not only with large numbers of informal settlements and housing backlogs but also with municipalities that were ill prepared to accommodate rapid growth. The Housing White Paper released in 1995 was one of the first post-apartheid policy responses to the housing challenges faced by South African communities. Although multifaceted, the policy chiefly emphasised three things: ownership, a focus on the poor (only households with incomes of below ZAR3500 per month are able to access the subsidy) and a fixed-amount capital subsidy. (In 1995, the USD:ZAR exchange rate was 1:3.61 and about 1:13 at the time of writing in July 2017.) The original capital subsidy amount in 1995 was ZAR15 000 for those households with the lowest incomes. A revised policy, namely ‘Breaking New Ground: A Comprehensive Housing Plan for the Development of Integrated Sustainable Human Settlements’7, has retained the above three elements while re-emphasising informal settlement upgrading and rental accommodation, and drawing attention to the need to establish sustainable settlements and to develop the property market. The South African Housing Subsidy Programme has delivered approximately four million housing opportunities (subsidised houses and site-and-services) in slightly more than two decades, mostly by providing a capital subsidy and homeownership to households at the lower end of the market.8

			Despite the growing number of reviews and internal evaluations in South Africa there has been virtually no critical assessment of their methods. Against the above background, we critically assess the method we used and then discuss its appropriateness in terms of evaluating the multifaceted outcomes of the Housing Subsidy Programme. The fact that we as the authors represent both the commissioning department (the first author) and an academic department should ensure a balanced view. While we acknowledge that our closeness to the review process influenced our evaluation of the review, we did attempt to take a step back. We reflected with hindsight on what had helped or hindered the review process and its outcomes. In this paper, we discuss the limitations, and some benefits, of the realist review method.
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			Realist reviews: An overview

			Realism is a school of thought that lies between positivism and constructivism.9 Pawson and Tilley1,5 are credited with applying realist philosophy to programme and policy evaluation. The value of the realist method lies in its ability to deal with complexity3, to synthesise evidence while accepting that ‘no deterministic theory can always explain or predict outcomes in every context’10. Evidence-based policy development is commonly described as wanting to determine ‘what works’. However, in a realist review, we ask a more complex question: What is it about this programme that works for whom in what circumstances?3 In a realist review, the reviewers are able to engage with context and the human element in the implementation of interventions. There is an acceptance that different conditions contribute to programme success or failure1,7,11 and that while diverse results are problematic, various outcomes are inevitable because the mechanisms that create change are not necessarily embedded within a specific programme but are often present in the thought processes of the programme’s participants.1 These diverse results must thus be explored rather than controlled.12 A realist review therefore emphasises ‘what works for whom, in what circumstances, in what respects and how’3. Realist evaluators can use both quantitative and qualitative research methods.3

			Realist reviewers engage with evidence by studying the interaction between contexts, mechanisms and outcomes, in what are called CMO (context-mechanism-outcome) configurations.8,9 A CMO configuration is ‘a proposition stating what it is about an initiative that works’, in other words, an hypothesis to be tested.13

			Conventionally, evaluators find it difficult to deal with how context mediates and moderates the results of a programme. Context is both perceived and treated as a threat to the external validity of evaluation where evaluators are concerned with isolating how programme interventions produced observed outcomes.14 Realist review methodology, however, allows evaluators to explore a variety of contexts and they try not to be judgemental.3 Understanding how context mediates and moderates programme performance is thus core to realist reviews. Mechanism is another central component of realist reviews. A realist review looks at the underlying causes of change that are not directly observable.7 Mechanisms could involve multiple individuals engaged in a sequence of processes.3 Mechanisms connect programmes to their outcomes. Realist review sees the outcomes as the result of interaction between the resources or opportunities the programme provides, the reasoning of its target population, and the context. The change process is studied to provide explanations for how change happens, not just to state what change has been observed.

			Other principles besides the CMO configurations underpin a realist review. Firstly, a realist evaluator sees programmes as theories.1 People design programmes on the basis of their beliefs about the nature of the problem and how change happens. This design is then translated by practitioners who are responsible for delivering services to programme beneficiaries. Thus, programmes are always inserted into existing social systems that have produced the negative conditions that necessitated the programme.1 Because an intervention may involve multiple theories, using traditional review methods is difficult. In this regard, Pawson et al.3 note that ‘the review question must be carefully articulated so as to prioritize which aspects of which interventions will be examined’. Programme motivations and designs usually make statements about how the programme or policy should be implemented and what results can be expected. Because a realist review usually starts by adopting the programme or policy design as the theoretical base, it must therefore consider the theory’s underlying assumptions.

			Secondly, as programmes are embedded in social systems, it is ‘through the workings of entire systems of social relationships that any changes in behaviours, events and social conditions are effected’1. A realist review therefore recognises and accepts the existence and interplay of multiple social systems. To understand the process of change, the reviewer needs to investigate beyond what the programme offers so as to understand how the wider social systems affect the programme. Traditional review methods are often unable to deal with this multiplicity and with interconnections in society. The realist review accepts that the relationship between mechanisms and outcomes does not have to be linear; in many cases it could be a reverse relationship. In accepting the existence of non-linear relationships, the realist reviewer notes and examines the ‘flows, blockages and points of contention’3. For example, the outcomes in societies that emphasise self-help might prove to be totally different from those in societies in which the state is required to play a dominant role. A second example relates to the fact that while the South African Housing Subsidy Programme grants individual households decision-making status, the decisions that households make might not be all that similar.

			Thirdly, programmes are active. Implementation of a programme requires the active participation of individuals.1,7 This principle is important and has methodological implications. For the realist reviewer, there is no need to control and remove the human influence. Instead, the reviewer needs to explore and understand how the human influence produces change in the intended programme.1 In a realist review the literature review can therefore be broader than in a traditional review in which control and adherence to predefined programme components, population, types of studies, and so on, are critical. A realist review includes literature on the basis of relevance rather than restricting itself to a pre-identified finite set of sources. It generally uses a simple search strategy based on purposive sampling but multiple search strategies can also be used, and grey literature can be given a more important role than in other review types.

			Lastly, because programmes are open systems, realist reviewers accept that externalities will always influence the way in which a programme is implemented, with benefits varying according to location. The programme implementer is an active agent in the implementation of the programme and context will constrain what is implemented.1,7 Programmes can also be self-transformational. As the programme is implemented, it may be altered according to lessons learnt and may be adapted to context changes that have resulted from the introduction of the programme. A realist review must therefore be able to account for this adaptability. This aspect was important in the review that is the topic of the present paper, as the Housing Subsidy Programme policy had evolved significantly since 1994. From having an initial focus on starter houses in whose growth households were required to invest, the policy now makes provision for fully built houses of good quality that are aimed at incentivising market take-off.15

			Realist reviews are not free of limitations. Realist review methods have been criticised for not being able to provide definitive answers to policy issues. The practical applicability of the realist approach has also been called into question, with some arguing that although, theoretically, the method offers useful lenses with which to look at programmes, it is difficult to apply these lenses with the methodological rigour and precision required of evaluators. A widely contested issue is how realist reviewers define and interpret causation. Realist reviews tend to emphasise contextual knowledge (what works for whom in what context) over normative positions; and then, too, the nature of causation is often debatable.16,17 Effectively, realist reviews should pay attention to how existing world views influence specific studies and researchers’ interpretations of the results. The danger further exists that researchers will choose literature that is in line with their own epistemological and ontological assumptions. Further criticism is that there is too little emphasis on the question ‘does it work?’ (as opposed to what works under what conditions) and an over-emphasis on contextual factors.13 It is these very criticisms that have necessitated this paper, which reflects on the practical use of the method while attempting to answer a policy question in a complex government programme.
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			Background to the Programme and implications for the review

			South Africa’s government-subsidised Housing Subsidy Programme is a complex intervention both in design and mechanisms for implementation (Figure 1). It is complex firstly because it has to respond to dysfunctionalities inherited from the apartheid government. The Group Areas Act of 1950 moved most black people from the core urban areas to impoverished and marginalised townships. Landownership for black people was revoked during the 1950s and only selectively reinstalled in the second half of the 1980s. The resulting inequality between black and white households should not be underestimated. As a result, the Housing Subsidy Programme was central to the political negotiations during the transition from apartheid to democracy and was important for restorative justice.18 Housing is now both a constitutional right that the state has an obligation to realise progressively (as affirmed in the Constitutional Court case of the Government of the Republic of South Africa vs Grootboom in 2000) and an individually owned asset that functions in the property market.15,19,20 Responding to apartheid property-ownership biases (in urban areas), the Housing Subsidy Programme adopted an ownership model designed to redistribute wealth, ensure the participation of the poor (particularly black and coloured people formerly denied ownership in urban areas), and enable households to access and benefit from the workings of the property market.21,22 The intervention logic or the theory of change was thus always more than the mere provision of accommodation. The provision of accommodation was a means to reduce asset poverty, address the failings of the market, give the poor equitable access to the property market and create wealth for those previously excluded (Figure 1).23 The 2004 Human Settlements Strategy added to this a clear focus on asset creation as a means of poverty alleviation.24 The theory of change was thus a market-based approach to asset building. Furthermore, when the Programme started, we had to accept the theory of change because it was the policy position adopted by the DHS. Later in the paper we note that during the review process we started to question this one-dimensional asset-building approach.
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			Figure 1:	Population-intervention-comparison-outcome-context: assessing whether the Housing Subsidy Programme created assets through the ownership programme.

			A second source of complexity is that the outcomes of the Housing Subsidy Programme are contingent on factors beyond its control or influence. Among these factors are macroeconomic conditions (employment, interest rates, and so on), concomitant investment in public spaces by local government, provision of municipal services, and the socio-economic conditions of the beneficiaries.

			Thirdly, the intervention is complex because of its delivery arrangements. Nine provincial Departments of Human Settlements annually deliver housing by means of thousands of construction projects using a range of delivery arrangements with municipalities and private contractors. The nine provinces vary considerably in the way in which they package housing projects, select and appoint building contractors, monitor adherence to policy objectives, work with local governments to secure the spatial planning and other planning approvals necessary for project delivery, and provide bulk services such as water and sanitation. They also vary in the way they plan development so as to integrate low-income households with the rest of the municipality. A further complication is that architects and town planners make decisions about settlement design and land-use schemes (that in turn influence the development trajectory of a settlement). These decisions are made on a project-to-project basis so as to optimise the effective use of land and other resources.

			Finally, the households that benefit from government housing subsidies vary in terms of economic circumstances, size and composition, level of education, and so on. To qualify for a subsidy a household must have a combined monthly income of no more than ZAR3500. But households in this income category may be unemployed and dependent on government grants, or formally employed with the possibility of upward economic mobility. They may be single-parent or two-parent households. The type of household determines or influences the extent to which a house will be an asset to that household and how well it will use the resources provided by the Programme. Variation in outcomes is thus only to be expected. Isolated studies on whether housing is elevating people out of poverty are likely to reach different conclusions.

			All these complexities had implications for the review. In addition to the ideological context, we had to know the background of papers on housing delivery, such as in which province the research was conducted and the terms of the contractual relationships between developers, contractors and the provincial governments. We also had to take into account the fact that most housing research is currently being done in urban contexts and chiefly in four or five of the largest metropolitan areas, which, although not necessarily a negative, could give our review an urban bias. These factors significantly influence the ability of the Housing Subsidy Programme to achieve its policy objectives and tend to make the delivery mechanisms unduly dependent on context.
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			The review

			The review was commissioned by the DHS and the DPME as part of the cabinet-approved National Evaluation Plan of 2013/2014. The DPME is the custodian of the Plan, as part of the implementation of the National Evaluation System. After 20 years of implementing the Housing Subsidy Programme, DHS reviewed its housing policy to respond to the transition to a broader human settlements approach initiated by the 2004 Breaking New Ground strategy and mandated in 2009 with the name change from ‘Department of Housing’ to ‘Department of Human Settlements’. Our review was one of seven evaluations that the DHS conducted in partnership with the DPME, intended to influence and inform this policy review process. The need for a review emanated from this policy need.

			The review questions

			The review’s specific focus was to ‘determine if the provision of state subsidised housing [had] addressed asset poverty for households and created assets for municipalities’. More specifically, the review questioned whether subsidised houses were ‘growing in value’ and whether beneficiaries were indeed obtaining and benefitting from this growth. A set of 14 secondary questions pertained to the theoretical and conceptual understanding of housing and assets, asset generation for individual households and asset generation for municipalities (see Appendix 1 in the supplementary material for a full list of questions).

			We had two difficulties with the review questions. Firstly, the focus on asset generation for both households and municipalities required us to combine two methods. Whereas to assess housing assets we could refer to the existing literature, to assess municipal assets we had to do new empirical work because little had been done. While these two types of assets are obviously linked, they are distinctly different issues for which a range of different assumptions exists. Secondly, each of the 14 secondary questions added a different emphasis. Although most of these questions were related, during the review process it proved difficult to devote sufficient attention to all of them. For example, the question about whether title deeds do indeed provide poor people with a platform for market access was a specific focus that required much attention – one that proved to be difficult to answer given that title deeds had to date been issued to only 50% of those households which had received a housing asset as part of the Housing Subsidy Programme. The wide range of questions necessitated a wide range of literature searches on the assumption that a considerable body of research is already available on each of the issues.
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			The review process

			The main research question of the review was whether the Housing Subsidy Programme had provided assets to the poor and whether these assets had helped poor households to escape from poverty. The review process evolved in four phases over an originally envisaged period of 6 months. In the end, the process took more than 1 year to complete. In Phase 1, the DHS framed the questions in collaboration with the DPME and an evaluation steering committee, and subsequently appointed an external review team based at the University of the Free State to conduct the review. The review team had to suggest a review method. Originally, the review team proposed the idea of conducting a systematic review to the commissioning departments. In the inception phase of the project, the limitations of the proposed methods were pointed out by the commissioning departments; the weaknesses of this approach soon became apparent in the initial literature scan conducted by the review team. Most of the literature in housing was to be found in grey literature sources and not in academic studies. The existing research also varied in design, so that while many case studies had rich qualitative data, they suffered from a lack of randomised control trials or other impact-evaluation measures – a situation often encountered in health-related research. This situation provided further justification for the review team to change the initial method and a critical realist review was thus proposed to the commissioning departments. The commissioning departments, in approving this methodology, noted that it provided the necessary flexibility and also presented a methodologically defensible approach to respond to the review questions. Phase 1 also saw the introduction of a review team to the evaluation steering committee, one that was established by the commissioning departments in line with the requirements of the National Evaluation Plan. The evaluation steering committee comprised staff from the DPME, the DHS, National Treasury, a number of officials from local municipalities and a number of hand-picked academic researchers. The DPME also appointed two external peer reviewers to comment on the work of the review team at different stages of the review process.

			Phase 2: Conceptualisation and search strategy

			Once the review team was familiar with the terms of reference, the team familiarised itself not only with the housing theory of change pertaining to asset building but also with the various theories of asset building. The review team had to indicate from which paradigm it would view asset building. The team argued that it largely accepted the framework of asset building portrayed by the theory of change. Yet, it was also made clear that it would adopt a more critical and normative stance in this regard. The main point is that, as reviewers, we had to work with the theory of change prescribed by the Housing Subsidy Programme. In line with the realist position that programmes should be regarded as theory, the review team at this stage also spent time with the commissioning departments in reviewing and attempting to understand the theory of change that had been developed by the commissioning departments. After this, the review team developed a detailed methodology chapter in which it set out the literature search strategy, where the search would be conducted and how the information would be synthesised. This was an expansion of what the review team had presented to the commissioning departments during the project inception phase. In line with the realist approach, the search strategy comprised a set of search terms, databases to be searched and other information. The strategy, however, allowed for the review team to use other manual search processes like reference lists of studies reviewed and word-of-mouth suggestions by experts in the field of housing, which enabled the process to remain open and flexible as new literature was found and added to the review.

			Phase 3: Search process

			Phase 3 was a structured literature search using not only various databases but also documents provided by the DHS. In line with the realist review method, we formulated the following 28 CMO configurations, i.e. hypotheses, directly related to the theory of change provided by the DPME and the DHS:

			•	Housing subsidies improve social networks and create social capital.

			•	Housing subsidies improve health outcomes.

			•	Housing subsidies improve educational outcomes.

			•	Housing subsidies create security of tenure for women.

			•	Housing subsidies create security of tenure for the aged.

			•	Housing subsidies create security of tenure for the disabled.

			•	Housing subsidies reduce mobility.

			•	Housing subsidies improve household stability.

			•	Housing subsidies result in a higher degree of citizenship responsibility.

			•	The Capital Housing Subsidy results in a feeling of improved security of tenure.

			•	Housing subsidies engender feelings of belonging.

			•	Housing subsidies improve social inclusiveness and integration.

			•	Housing subsidies result in positive attitudes towards one’s own ‘asset’ (house).

			•	Housing subsidies help restore people’s dignity.

			•	Housing subsidies allow households to trade their units.

			•	Housing subsidies enable households to ‘climb the housing ladder’.

			•	Housing subsidies allow people to raise collateral for other business activities.

			•	Housing subsidies make it possible to obtain mortgage finance.

			•	Housing subsidies reduce expenditure on transport if the houses are well located.

			•	Housing subsidies have a positive impact on home-based enterprises. 

			•	Housing subsidies help increase household income.

			•	Housing subsidies can result in rental income.

			•	Housing subsidies lay the foundation for increased investment in housing.

			•	Housing subsidies lead to an increase in the property values of units.

			•	The informal trading of subsidised housing units mitigates their potential value. 

			•	Housing subsidies improve households’ access to employment. 

			•	Housing subsidies alleviate poverty.

			•	Housing subsidies increase poverty.

			The search process we followed was iterative and flexible, and continued throughout all the stages of the review. Unlike conventional review methods in which literature searches cover a specific period and follow a strict process that is articulated in a search strategy, in our review process, literature was included as and when it came to the notice of the review team. This iteration process enriched the review process and ensured that no important seminal studies were left out of the review process.

			The realist approach requires contending with four main ideological viewpoints: the neoliberal, the Marxist, the American welfare-policy view and the developing country asset-accumulation view. The neoliberal view sees housing and asset building largely in terms of the market, whereas the Marxist view is that housing should in no way be commodified. Between these two extremes, we find two main schools of thought – one originating from research on asset building in the USA, emphasising the importance of investing in housing to pay for education and retirement25, and the other from research in developing countries, emphasising the importance of asset building for poor people in urban areas, for health, employment and stability, and particularly for stability for migrants20.

			These ideological presuppositions dominate much of the research on housing. In contrast to the practice in the health professions, housing research findings do not originate from randomised control trials but mainly from case studies, and are influenced by the researchers’ ideological presuppositions. Given South Africa’s apartheid past, a large portion of housing research is situated within critical theory that is known to be sceptical of markets. During a feedback workshop one person remarked that ‘these academic papers originate from non-market ideologies’ – a strong statement, but it does indicate the extent to which ideology is involved in deciding whether housing has succeeded in creating assets for the poor.

			In reviewing the literature we thus also had to understand the researchers’ ideologies. We often had to make decisions about the value of a contribution solely on the basis of its authors’ ideological presuppositions or had to take into account ideologically opposite findings. Overall, we could divide the studies into two categories: theoretically thorough work based on rather scant empirical results, and work based on large empirical data sets but theoretically shallow and moreover riddled with methodological concerns. The ideological problem was further complicated by the fact that the theory of change was based on the assumption of an ideal condition: increased access to the housing market for the poor. Table 1 shows – by means of an overview of the main findings from our sources – how we tested some of the CMO configurations.

			We found approximately 1160 relevant sources with which to test our hypotheses; some sources were relevant to more than one hypothesis. The DHS also provided existing research and evaluations that they had previously commissioned. Then, we examined and assessed the titles and the available abstracts for relevance to the review questions. We found 320 research reports and papers to be relevant to the review questions. These sources included both academic and grey literature identified by means of the process described above. Towards the end of the search, we added new papers that we had found during the research process – a practice commonly followed in realist reviews. The existing research was found to have a number of shortcomings. Firstly, most of the already existing research focused on the early stages of housing development processes. Earlier studies tended to focus on variables or on the immediate outcomes of the housing development processes on households and neighbouring communities. Longer-term assessments were few. Because asset-generation is a long-term activity, the absence of long-term assessments was a major shortcoming. Evaluations over more than one generation are more likely to reflect on issues pertaining to asset building. Secondly, two paradigms of research dominate South African housing research. The first pole, critical theory, has been instrumental in challenging apartheid housing policies. The second pole contains research largely based on a positivist research paradigm or in some cases ‘ideologically neutral’. Housing research is generally either conceptually or theoretically rich but empirically underdeveloped or empirically rich but conceptually poor. Thirdly, the notions of housing and asset accumulation are not a prominent research direction in South Africa. Asset-based welfare or asset-based development has received scant attention in South Africa. The majority of the research on asset generation has to date originated from NGOs and individuals not affiliated to universities. The majority of the research has moreover hitherto been narrowly focused on housing as an economic asset. Asset building is also not viewed in a more holistic framework – which happens to be the conceptual framework used in the present review. Lastly, because housing research in metropolitan areas dominates the housing research landscape, we also know very little about housing issues in smaller urban settlements.

			Phase 4: Hypothesis testing

			In Phase 4 we used these sources to test our 12 hypotheses. We identified the specific research contexts, mechanisms and outcomes related to each source linked to a specific hypothesis. In our review, we noted the extent to which housing practice as revealed by these sources was based on specific case studies and was therefore not necessarily generalisable. Finally, the DPME asked the project team to test whether the data collected supported the existing hypotheses. Having done this, we then sought further clarification through interviews with the authors who wrote the initial texts. Because the review was part of the National Evaluation Plan that adopted utilisation-focused evaluations, the participation of users of evidence was important. The review was therefore carried out with active participation of the implementing departments and their key stakeholders, including National Treasury. Like the previous deliverables, the results from Phase 4 were presented in an evaluation report that was submitted to the DPME and the DHS for review. To test our analysis, this report was also presented in a number of workshops attended by government officials, prominent academics working in this specific field and by people in the NGO sector. Although we, as the reviewers, had a certain level of independence, the stakeholders shaped the review questions and the different outputs of the review, such as including interpretation, analysis and recommendations.
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			Analysis

			Having provided an overview of the process, we turn to an analysis of the review method.

			Working with a contested theory of change

			The national housing theory of change has a number of outcomes for which there is not always consensus. Although the literature on housing and the theory of change have a number of pathways through which households that receive fully subsidised houses are able to escape poverty and build wealth, one pathway has been dominant in research and evaluation. This pathway is that which argues that a functional property market will be created through the following ways: the subsidised housing appreciates in value; subsidised houses are incorporated into the property market; subsidised houses enter municipalities’ rates rolls; the value of the poor’s share of the property market grows; and the poor move up the housing ladder. The dominance of this particular pathway could, theoretically, and from a measurement point of view, be ascribed to the fact that it is relatively well established in the literature. However, the theory also acknowledges several factors that block this pathway: racially skewed participation in the property market (because apartheid determined suburbs along racial lines), biased distribution of resources and wealth, high levels of poverty and unemployment, minimal private sector investment in low-income areas, and a dearth of research on how black people – with little experience of dealing in the property market because apartheid prevented black ownership of property – function in the property market. On the positive side, the theory acknowledges factors that clear the pathway: well-located land, effective planning and deeds registration, the creation of functional neighbourhoods, access to private sector finance, and good quality housing.

			The anomaly between the intended outcome and the contextual limitations entailed the risk that the reviewers could easily align with either a pro-market or an anti-market perspective. Probably more problematic is the fact that some of these inhibiting factors could prove to be so overwhelming that the theory of change might not be practically possible. It also provides only a single mechanism by means of which asset building can take place, namely the housing market. However, existing research suggests a range of alternative ways of creating assets26, such as education, settlement stability and intergenerational transfers. Focusing a theory of change only on the market does not engender a holistic understanding of assets. The review team early on pointed this fact out and the DPME and the DHS accepted a broader understanding of housing assets. This revision highlights the importance of reaching agreement on the theory of change on which the review process is focused.

			The importance of review questions

			Pawson and Tilley1 argue that reviews need clear policy questions which are suited to the approach. The review questions with which we were working were not developed with the realist evaluation approach in mind and there were also too many review questions. Because the review was commissioned by government departments, there was furthermore no flexibility to adjust the review questions. Having too many questions meant that a number of CMO configurations needed to be tested. This turned out to be a challenge and we were not always able to subject the CMO configurations to thorough testing. Also, the combination of a review and questions requiring primary research made the project difficult to manage. The lesson is that even when reviews have to respond to pressing policy questions, it is important that the questions be streamlined and that the commissioners of the research should not expect the reviewers to respond to all the pressing policy questions at the same time.

			Synthesising and reporting issues

			Although the realist review method is theoretically sound, in practice, the analysis of the relationships between context, mechanism and outcome requires much effort. This is a limitation that Pawson and Tilley acknowledge. The idea of programmes as open systems is, for example, theoretically useful because they allow the evaluators to see the programme as part of a broader social and economic system. This idea does, however, make the boundaries of the programme wide and thus not very definitive. In our case, this meant that a wide range of articles could be considered in the review. Also, because a realist review can potentially include a range of studies with different paradigms, methods, etc., that test a number of hypotheses, it can be intellectually enormously challenging. There are no simple tick-box solutions for how findings are presented. Attempting to synthesise across more than 400 studies, testing 12 hypotheses underpinned by four theoretical/philosophical views was not always easy. Although this, in itself, is not an issue, the review team had to work through a considerable volume of data. However, this volume of data combined with answering more than one review question and also synthesising across many studies, considerably complicated our task.

			Reconciling methodological values and commissioners’ expectations

			The commissioners of the review hoped the review would offer judgement on the effect that the Housing Subsidy Programme has had on the asset base of the poor and also on the effect that housing has had on poverty. However, this was a difficult task. The ability of the Housing Subsidy Programme to produce assets that the poor can use to help them escape poverty is contingent on so many factors that it was difficult to declare with certainty what effect the Programme had had in which context and for which category of beneficiaries. Perhaps, too, the expectation was too high. As Pawson et al.3 argue, realist reviews can deliver only a better understanding of a programme and not general truths. For programmes as extensive and important as the South African Housing Subsidy Programme, this kind of knowledge is both appropriate and useful. The lesson is that evaluators using the realist approach need to work at securing an understanding from the commissioners of government evaluations as to the kinds of answers the approach will generate. The commissioners moreover have to invest in unpacking and interrogating the evaluation findings to understand the implications for policy. In this case, the evaluator really walks alongside policymakers27 and plays the role of what Pawson and Tilley refer to as ‘alerting the policy community to the caveats and considerations that should inform decisions’28.

			Contested programme outcomes

			Because different theoretical paradigms, analytical lenses and various academic schools of thought are involved in research on the Housing Subsidy Programme, the existing literature yields no clear-cut normative position. Although the realist approach offers some ways of dealing with this ambiguity, it nevertheless remained difficult to synthesise the body of evidence on any of the CMO configurations that were tested. Obviously, the normative positions in many of the research papers were determined by the ideological positions of the researchers. Although we attempted to factor this preference into the analysis, it did not assist in creating a better understanding. In fact, the ideological divide just became bigger. Obviously, the contested nature of housing research reflects the contested nature of housing itself. Yet, from an evaluation point of view, it remains difficult to reconcile different conclusions from the same reality. There is evidence of both market failure and of some housing asset generation. If the market has failed 80% of the people who traded, could it be a valid conclusion that market failure should necessarily lead to the abandonment of the programme? 

			Dealing with limitations in primary studies

			Housing research in South Africa is heterogeneous and the research landscape is dominated by regional, qualitative case studies. Systematic evaluations, particularly of government programmes, are even more limited. In housing, very few studies can be classified as ‘programme evaluations’ and even fewer have established the effects of programmes with sufficient methodological rigour. Any form of review that discounts qualitative findings is sure to bypass the bulk of the research in the South African housing sector. We were able to use the realist review method’s CMO configurations to identify some regularities and patterns across the different local case studies. However, case studies and other cross-sectional studies were not adequate to respond to the issue of asset creation as thoroughly as the contractors would have liked. The criticism that the quality of research matters in critical reviews remains important and the uneven nature of existing research in our review was problematic. This was not a weakness of the methodology itself but did point to a lack of investment in theory development in most research and to weaknesses in how housing research agendas are crafted. There is limited synergy between policy issues and the kind of research being done by academics and other partners.

			Despite the challenges reflected above, the approach was useful for clarifying which factors will help the Programme to achieve the intended outcomes and also for pointing out what government should focus on to build assets for the urban poor. It was also useful for clarifying on what not to focus, for example, the focus on the poor prevents market access for poor households in a secondary market.
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			Conclusion and final reflections

			We have shared our experience of using the realist review method to evaluate a government programme. We have explained some of the difficulties in responding to broad policy questions and the way in which this method helped us to assess a complex social programme and deal with research of an inconsistent quality (mostly small studies using qualitative methods). A realist review can help in explaining what change is happening, for whom and how, and in showing which aspects of a programme create enabling conditions for results. These attributes make it a useful framework for reviewing politically important programmes like the South African government’s Housing Subsidy Programme. The government does not intend to abandon the Programme; it is a central element of the country’s democracy. The review, in which we took part, was intended to strengthen elements of the Programme that are not functioning properly to enhance performance and help achieve results. The findings of the realist review alert government to those components of the Programme that need strengthening and help it to respond to a context that is complex and evolving.

			This methodology has much potential in reviews and evaluations of other large, complex government interventions. However, we have pointed out that, in our case, the review was complicated by a number of issues. Firstly, the theory of change with which we were provided emphasised one pathway of change, namely a market-orientated approach to asset building while a substantial portion of asset building takes place outside market processes. Also, because this particular theory of change is contested, the findings from different studies and comments/inputs from different sector experts were sometimes irreconcilable. Secondly, too many review questions inhibited a focused review and the analysis of the relationships between context, mechanism and outcome was difficult. This was further complicated by the fact that there are many different ways in which the poor use housing to escape poverty. The latter circumstance necessitated the need to test a number of CMO configurations, which considerably complicated the synthesising and presentation of findings. Thirdly, the ideological difference between housing provision and housing research was a dominant factor in assessing the literature. In the end, it turned out that very few studies used asset generation as an important point of departure, which in its turn made reference to the review questions more difficult. Fourthly, a further challenge was that of reconciling the explanatory nature of the findings from the realist review with the commissioners’ expectations of conclusive findings as regards the impact of housing on asset creation. Lastly, South African housing research is not always empirically sound and most studies tend not to address issues that are relevant to policy. As synthesis relies on existing research studies, this shortcoming created its own challenges.

			However, from our experience, realism offers potential as an alternative to conventional review methods, not only in evaluation synthesis but also in primary programme evaluations. The challenges faced in this review however should not deter those who want to explore the use of realism in assessing housing programmes or any other complex programmes. We have highlighted areas in which evaluators will need to re-think to improve the application of the methodology in programme evaluations.
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